YOUTH   IN   OBSCURITY

humanist eagerly inhaled the current of free intellectual
air, utilizing this period of hospitality to widen his attain-
ments in every direction, while by associating with the
peerage and the circles of aristocratic men and women
his deportment and manners were greatly improved.
Consciousness of his own powers and the position these
procured for him, brought about a speedy transformation
in the erst\vhile humble seminarist, changing him into a
dignified cleric who wore his cassock as though it were a
mundane ceremonial robe. Erasmus determined to
become a man of parts, so he learned to ride and to
follow the hounds; it was due to his consorting with men
and women of refinement, nobles, aristocrats, and gentle-
men, that Erasmus stood out from among his German
brethren, rough-hewn and provincial in their ways, as a
person of distinction and culture. During his stay in
England he was in the midst of the political world, was
on familiar terms with the moving spirits in Church and
Court, so that his alert and penetrating vision gained in
breadth and universality. This is what was later to win
for him so great a renown. At the same time, he passed
through a period of cheerfulness, writing to a friend:
"Thou askest me whether I like England? If thou hast
ever believed what I tell thee, I prithee believe me when
I say that never has anything done me so much good.
The climate is agreeable and wholesome, and the like
may be said of the land's culture and knowledge; nor is
this of a hair-splitting and jejune type; but, rather, is it
profound, exact, and along classical lines, includes both
the Latins and the Greeks; so that though there be some
few things I should like to visit in Italy I have no active
longing to go there for the present. When I hearken to
my friend Golet, it seems to me that I am listening to
Plato himself; and has nature ever produced a kinder,
gentler, happier creature than Thomas More?" Eng-
land, in fact, cured Erasmus of the Middle Ages.
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